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K. Mehta, Collins Business, 2012, pp. 336, price: Rs. 499.Business and compassion: strange bedfellows?
Business history is a little known topic, of interest to many.
However in recent times, it has become common for orga-
nisations to commission authors to narrate their tales of
growth, evolution and transition with special emphasis on
their leaders. From that perspective, Infinite Vision is just
another tale of an idea’s origin, the birth of a banyan-like
organisation spanning three (or maybe four) generations,
its evolution through trying times, the story of a charis-
matic leader whose singly focused vision led the organisa-
tion through its many challenges, the transition of a family
business from one generation to another all of it inter-
spersed with anecdotes of experiences of the organisation
with many people from within and outside. But what sets
Infinite Vision apart is not just that it is written in a reader
friendly manner with little (or maybe even none) manage-
ment jargon filling the pages, but also that it brings in every
aspect of what managers and leaders of today need to
know in creating, leading, managing, and sustaining an
organisation.
The story of Dr. V is one that has been told and retold
numerous times in various fora especially when he won
the Padma Shri in 1973, when Harvard published a case
study on Aravind in 1993 and in 2009 when Professor Pra-
halad’s book “Fortune at the bottom of the pyramid”
revisited the case study in the fresh light of BOP. Yet,
reading the book makes one feel as though the story is
new, bringing with it a mixed feeling of awe, appreciation,
and respect for the man behind the creation and success
of Aravind. It must be mentioned, without belittling the
contribution of one man to the field of eye care in India
and perhaps the world, that while reading the book, thePeer-review under responsibility of Indian Institute of Management
Bangalore
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.iimb.2012.11.005reader tends to feel the conspicuous emphasis on Dr. V.,
especially the manner in which he handled different
people and his autocratic decision making style. In retro-
spect though, what can be written about a family run
business if not about the founder. “Founder centrality”
has been found to affect not only an organisation’s stra-
tegic vision, values and behaviour and but also its inter-
action with the external environment (Kelly, Athanassiou,
& Crittenden, 2000).
A good business case study often tends to be one that
can be analysed from multiple perspectives, each high-
lighting a different aspect of the discipline. Infinite
Vision presents the opportunity to the reader to wear
multiple lenses while seeing Aravind. I began reading it
with the thoughts of Aravind as an effective business
model e a process enterprise that builds on task effi-
ciencies, resource management and fundamental notions
of thrift and cost controls. But as the blocks fell in place,
it seemed to be a tale of organisational design focussing
on the Mintzbergian models of professional bureaucracy
and machine bureaucracy e possibly a masterminded
integration of the two. The standardisation of processes
and not just skills, but at the same time the recognition
of support staff as a critical component in the overall
scheme seamlessly blends the two configurations.
Concepts of customer-centricity, single point of contact,
appropriate media planning, out-reach programmes,
cross-subsidisation are all brought into focus when the
perspective is “marketing”. Questions of sustainability,
issues of franchise, models of partnership, alternatives
for related diversification, expansion plans, and collab-
oration with competitors collectively bring in the stra-
tegic perspective. Individual decision making styles,
emphasis on personal relationships, the organisation as
a family, the spiritual underpinning of the concept, and
intricacies in culture highlight the behavioural and
human issues. That only leaves the numbers and the
technology aside. Those too find a mention. There is
hardly anything about a business that the book does not
touch upon. Despite the fact that Aravind has done so
much to eliminate and prevent blindness, the organisa-
tion seems to accept its role in achieving its goal with
humility.
There appear to have been three fundamental building
blocks that have driven the organisation to succeed e their
notions of efficient process and service delivery, their
capability to innovate with new products and new models,
and their fundamental value system that Dr. V nurtured
64 Book Reviewthem with. Everything else seems to have been woven
around these three blocks.1
Through the times, the organisation has seen varied
eras, both in terms of technological time lines in eye care
and in the socio-cultural milieu in rural India. The authors,
while attempting to present an analytical biography, have
not taken into consideration the transition that the
external environment experienced during the same time.
The political landscape in Tamil Nadu for instance, went
through a period of change in the 80s and 90s, and the
social changes especially in health care were significant.
These periods marked the beginning of large scale private
sector hospitals in India. The notion of health care as
a service rather than a profession was being questioned by
many. Wasn’t Aravind affected by these transitions? Some
of these issues have been briefly touched upon in the book
but many have not. One concludes that the book was
meant to be inward looking. There are many thoughts that
the book leaves us with. Kelly et al. (2000) had argued that
family-owned organisations with high founder centrality
could be more vulnerable to changes in the competitive
landscape. While Aravind’s model is not competing with
the Vasan or the Eye-Q model of the strict eye-care
“business”, they still need the paying customers to cross
subsidise the free patients. Can they purely sustain on1 Comparisons between Aravind and the UK eye care system may
not be accurate (TED, 2009). While the Aravind organisational
representative may consider this an apples to apples comparison,
in my opinion, it practically is not. The UK system is an open
system e a larger environment in which multiple smaller systems
operate as independent units, whereas, Aravind is comparatively
a closed system with far fewer complexities. Aravind can make do
with far fewer decision makers, it has a rigid control mechanism, is
more recent in its historical time frame, has less slack and has
more freedom to choose its strategic stances. The same is not true
with the UK system in question. Any such comparison between
a privately-run operating unit and one run by state machinery
would possibly yield similar results.efficiencies? Is the book merely scratching the surface of
what Aravind truly is?
The other question then, that the book leaves us with is
one of replicability e what would it take to create another
Aravind? Can the model be replicated to other areas of
medicine and health care? Is the Narayana Hrudyalaya
model similar? The spiritual consciousness, the organisa-
tional culture, and the harmony of vision are things that
other organisations can learn from.
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